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Abstract 
This essay examines the relationship between weird fiction and forms 
of realist practice. It argues that realism's concerns with exteriority 
and detail make it peculiarly suitable for (and receptive to) 'weirding', 
a claim explored in readings of fiction by Robert Aickman (1914-81) 
and M. John Harrison (b.1945). 
Keywords: Gothic, Weird, Realism, Formalism, Lovecraft, Harrison, Aickman 
  
2 | P a g e  
 
From the Gothic to the Weird 
It is noted that I, John Radford, always of sound mind and matter-of-fact 
disposition, being entirely in my senses, here set down what I saw, heard 
and knew. As to any inferences from what occurred I say nothing; my 
theory might be regarded as more improbable than the facts themselves. 
From the facts anyone can draw conclusion as well as I.1 
So begins Edward Lucas White's 'The Pig-Skin Belt' (1907). Such an opening 
insists immediately that its narrator is honest, reliable and given to observing 
and reporting rather than speculative interpretation. It insists too upon the 
fundamental division between on one hand, the laws of rationality and the 
conventions of everyday life, and on the other, the disruptive and unknown 
forces which violate these codes to produce horror and derangement.  
 Such an opening strategy is a familiar device in Gothic fiction. A better-
known tale, E. Nesbit's 'Man-Size in Marble' (1893), offers a variation on 
established themes: 'Although every word of this story is as true as despair,' the 
narrator says, 'I do not expect people to believe it. Nowadays a "rational 
explanation" is required before belief is possible.' Again, the honest (if 
traumatised) observer is confronted with an inexplicable event whose sheer 
strangeness defies his comprehension, but he goes further than White's speaker 
by noting how reasoned analysis has displaced older forms of belief. Tennyson 
may have insisted on Christian faith and 'believing where we cannot prove', but 
Nesbit's protagonist is a contemporary of Sherlock Holmes, the arch-rationalist 
who had informed the world three years earlier that 'when you have eliminated 
the impossible, whatever remains, however improbable, must be the truth.'2 A 
subjectivity shaped by the scientific and philosophical teachings of the 
Enlightenment collides, in Nesbit's tale, with alternative interpretations of the 
universe in folklore and superstition. Tellingly, it is these older, seemingly naive 
standpoints, associated in 'Man-Size in Marble' with women of the agricultural 
3 | P a g e  
 
working class, that win out, but Nesbit's remains a ghost story of sorts, rather 
than the type of 'weird tale' that will be analysed here.3 
 The structure of many Gothic narratives may be summarised as follows. 
First, the writer establishes the (apparent) credibility of the narrator and the 
characters, making the setting a believable milieu with which the reader can 
hopefully identify. They then introduce an agent or event which questions, 
undermines or, in the most extreme cases, violates what has been carefully built 
up. Finally, they deal with the consequences of this event, reflecting, if needs 
be, with horror, bewilderment or sententiousness according to taste and generic 
obligations. Such a design has served the ghost story well for the best part of 
three centuries, and even its more psychologically sophisticated variant, Henry 
James's 'The Turn of the Screw' (1898) for example, which dwells as much on 
the experience of being haunted as on overt manifestations of the supernatural, 
deploys it to some extent. 
 In many ways therefore, stories such as 'The Pig-Skin Belt' and 'Man-Size 
in Marble' rely on a clear distinction between various schemas of accountability, 
such as the laws of nature, and those supernatural agencies or occurrences 
which appear to transcend or contradict them. The fear they provoke arises from 
challenges to complacent assumptions, that is, readers may believe that they 
understand the world and know what is possible within it, but there is always 
the possibility that they are wrong, and that other, as yet-undiscovered forces 
exist which operate by entirely different means. This polarised vision of a 
known world and its unknown but potentially intrusive alternative shapes all 
manner of Gothic productions, leaving the reader or listener in a position where 
the suspension of disbelief and the granting of trust is essential; after all, if they 
do not believe the story's events are possible (or at least, related convincingly 
enough to be so), they will not have been affected by them on anything other 
than an intellectual level. For the story to succeed, it is imperative that the 
reader either has no reason to feel suspicious of any of its trappings or settings 
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(for in a world in which anything could happen, anything can) or, if more 
knowing, is able to recognise certain cues which encourage their acquiescence 
to irrationality. A story is rooted in everyday experience, the world to which the 
audience is accustomed and with which it is intimately familiar, has a far greater 
chance of acceptance. In the words of H.P. Lovecraft, a successful story must 
possess a 'certain atmosphere of breathless and unexplainable dread of outer, 
unknown forces', alongside 'a malign and particular suspension or defeat of 
those fixed laws of Nature which are our only safeguard against the assaults of 
chaos and the daemons of unplumbed space.'4 Weird things, says Mark Fisher, 
are not ‘wrong’ per se. Rather, ‘it is our conceptions that must be inadequate.’5 
 As a particular aspect of Gothic, the ghost story has clearly recognisable 
albeit informal conventions which have evolved since the mid-eighteenth 
century, adapting earlier folkloric motifs and narratives and often assuming a 
self-consciously literary guise, especially in the hands of writers who rarely 
venture into the 'here be dragons' world of genre fiction. The Weird tale 
however is rather different, not least because it does not yet have either the 
case-law of rule, convention, and exempla that exist in older Gothic forms, or a 
widely agreed canon of classic works. Its advocates address these lacuna 
through the retrospective reattribution of more familiar Gothic works to the 
'weird' category, as in Douglas A. Anderson's H.P. Lovecraft's Favorite Weird 
Tales (2005), which mines Lovecraft's Supernatural Horror in Literature (1927, 
revised 1933-4) alongside his letters to compile a list of a dozen 'literary' weird 
tales, several of which are usually classed simply as Gothic (Poe's 'The Fall of 
the House of Usher') or ghost stories (M.R. James's 'Count Magnus' and 
Ambrose Bierce's 'The Death of Halpin Frayser'). Similar moves typify the 
work of Ann and Jeff VanderMeer, whose The New Weird (2008) designates 
stories such as Clive Barker's 'In the Hills, the Cities' and M. John Harrison's 
'The Luck in the Head' (both 1984) as 'Stimuli' rather than getting caught up in 
what they term 'vagaries of taxonomy'.6 The point here is first that the Weird (in 
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its old or New incarnations) is more a style or mode than a genre, and second, 
that because its parameters are constantly evolving, its practitioners (and more 
teleologically-minded, formalist critics) are still determining its central 
characteristics, even as the mode proliferates and mutates. 
'Needing to know why' 
However the Weird may be prefixed, it persists in playing out a close but 
profoundly uncomfortable relationship with (and to) realism. A story such as 
Robert Aickman's 'The Hospice' (1975) makes unsettling use of fastidiously 
recorded details - the portion of turkey 'seeping slightly with a colourless, oily 
fluid', the painting by Henry Raeburn which has been reproduced on a calendar 
- in order to emphasise the protagonist's dislocation from his increasingly 
sinister surroundings, but it also refuses to clarify or explain the full extent of 
his predicament.7 Weird fiction often deploys the accumulation of detail to 
create many of its most unsettling effects and compelling narratives, yet it 
refuses to be governed by it, constructing and interrogating a subjective and 
negotiable 'reality' that destabilises straightforward causal relationships and 
unproblematic evocations. In that sense, Weird writing exposes how realist art 
represents a compromised means of representation, its mimetic imperatives 
being poorly suited to the capture of the outré. Realism, says J.A. Cuddon: 
is an exceptionally elastic critical term, often ambivalent and equivocal, 
which has acquired far too many qualifying (but seldom clarifying) 
adjectives. [It]is a term which many now feel we could do without.8  
Cuddon's wariness is certainly understandable, but in what follows, I argue that 
Weird fiction has a particular set of uses for realist techniques, and that these 
have a distinctive flavour of their own. In considering the 'weird realism' of the 
British writers Robert Aickman and M. John Harrison, both of whom seem at 
first to have deeply realist roots, I am especially interested in the ways in which 
their fiction somehow embeds evocations of the transcendent, the numinous, the 
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bizarre, the inexplicable and that favourite term of Aickman's, the 'strange', in a 
context of often minutely detailed sociological observation which would seem 
at first sight antithetical to its ambitions. Without being Procrustean or 
doctrinaire, I would suggest that both men exploit the intersection of the 
quotidian and the miraculous in stories which feature, as Harrison remarked at a 
recent reading, 'The subtlest possible rupture of the mundane by the uncanny 
and the subtlest possible rupture of the uncanny by the mundane'.9 I am not 
concerned here with the explicitly philosophical implications of this enquiry, in 
particular the issues raised by the work of Graham Harman, who argues of 
Lovecraft that 'No other writer is so perplexed by the gap between objects and 
the power of language to describe them', or Eugene Thacker's exploration of the 
numinous.10 Instead, I look at ways in which stories such as Aickman's 'A 
Roman Question' (1966) at once deploy and undermine realist conventions, 
producing a form of fiction which is 'weird' precisely because it seems at first to 
be grounded in a world familiar to its readers. Such uncanny effects are at the 
core of its aesthetic, and a major reason why such stories linger in the mind in 
ways that the horror stories Aickman in particular so disliked do not.11 
 Harrison's choice of verb implies a breach which allows intersection, 
mingling and, ultimately, a dissolution of distinctions, rather than the stark 
polarities of earlier Gothic texts. Emphasising the prohibitive constraints of 'The 
Law of Genre', Jacques Derrida observed that 'one must not risk impurity, 
anomaly or monstrosity', for if genres 'do intermix, by accident or through 
transgression, by mistake or through a lapse' then such events or practices serve 
to confirm 'the essential purity of their identity.'12 In his early science fiction 
novel, The Committed Men (1971), however, Harrison envisioned an England in 
which, following a nuclear catastrophe, humanity was faced with either 
extinction or mutation which allowed continued survival but at the cost of 
radically altered genetic codes. The evolutionary imperatives of this thesis lead 
to widespread violence and disruption as the 'old' humanity recoils from its 
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successor, but their long-term possibilities are rather more optimistic. When 
Harrison asked in 2003 what the New Weird might be, it was clear that its 
mutant energies represented an analogous process in literature.13 Exposing the 
Gothic, or horror, or SF to the Weird (and vice-versa) creates multifarious new 
forms, each containing something of its 'parent' but also possessing unique 
attributes of its own. As VanderMeer writes: 
Cross-pollination - of genres, of boundaries - occurs as part of an effort to 
avoid easy classification - not for its own sake, or even consciously in most 
cases, but in an attempt to allow readers and writers to enter into a dialogue 
that is genuine, unique, and not based on received ideas or terms.14 
This is not to suggest that the Weird is unique in the way that it interrogates the 
questions of purity and inter-breeding highlighted by Derrida's essay, only that 
it has not yet reached a stage at which it can (or would wish to) define itself in 
such exclusionary terms. If literary forms pass typically through successive 
stages of innovation, imitation, decline, burlesque and revival, then the Weird 
would seem to be at an early stage of development, even if arguments about 
terminology date back to the editorial policy of Weird Tales ninety years ago.15 
 The Weird's version of realism is at the heart of its self-conception and 
worldview. In its influential nineteenth century form, realism concerns itself 
with, as Cuddon says, 'the here and now, everyday events, [the writer's] own 
environment and the movements (political, social, etc.) of his own time'.16 It 
must offer a convincing version of its milieu, even if that milieu is not the 
reader's own, because, Raymond Williams reminds us, since the adjective 
'realistic' came into being in the nineteenth century, one of the yardsticks for 
judging fiction has been its believability.17 Some writers, Flaubert for instance, 
have used this (and the nominal objectivity with which it walks hand-in-hand) 
as a means of denouncing the banality of their own subject matter and the 
culture responsible for it, Lovecraft suggesting that Flaubert could have been 'an 
arch-weaver of tapestried terrors' but for 'a strong realistic bias'.18 Others simply 
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hoped believability would supply their storytelling with narrative drive and 
emotional ballast. However, as said earlier, realism's mimetic practices underpin 
an understanding of the world rooted in causality, material evidence and 
ontological observation. Generally configured as the opposite of idealism, it is 
rarely 'concerned with presenting the supranormal or transcendental', though as 
Cuddon points out, the writings of mystics and visionaries are 'realistic enough 
if we believe in God and the spiritual order'.19 As we have seen, the ghost story 
in particular used realist description and its associated rationalist underpinnings 
to suggest that the realist method, apparently a totalising aesthetic, is in fact 
worryingly partial and vulnerable to supernatural interference. In Sheridan Le 
Fanu's 'Green Tea' (1872), for example, a clergyman opens 'the inner eye' which 
allows him to perceive levels of existence to which humanity does not usually 
have access. The man commits suicide when repeatedly pestered by an entity 
from these realms.20 
 Lovecraft's formulations of the Weird continue to be influential, but they 
are not without difficulties. 'Serious weird stories,' he says, 'are [...] made 
realistically intense by close consistency and perfect fidelity to nature except in 
the one supernatural direction the author allows himself'.21 In practice, at least 
in many of Lovecraft's own stories, this means that realist concerns should be 
dominant until the moment of climactic revelation when the Weird breaks 
through and shatters rationalistic conceptions and their attendant metaphysical 
and existential security. Fisher suggests that Lovecraft ‘contained or localised 
realism’, stressing its presence in order to magnify ‘the difference between the 
terrestrial empirical and the outside’ and employing it to provide ‘a sense of 
scale’ when demonstrating the extent of the gulf.22 Inexplicable, irrational or 
anti-rational, the Weird for Lovecraft is a reminder of man's insignificant place 
in the universe, and his notion of 'cosmic fear' became a guiding principle for 
many later writers, though it tends to prevent the Weird tale from acting in more 
miraculous or even therapeutic ways.23  
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Lovecraft's version of the Weird tends to replay older Gothic traditions, 
updating their monsters or threats rather than offering a more sophisticated 
rethinking of the Weird itself. Panellists at a 1962 symposium on Lovecraft, 
among them Robert Bloch, Fritz Leiber, and Leland Sapiro, noted his fondness 
for tales of 'psychic displacement' and possession, tropes which Sapiro 
remarked have 'an old and honourable lineage' in Weird fiction. 24 Lovecraft's 
formulations also frequently lock the weird tale into a particular structure that 
concludes in revelation (or even explanation), rather than allowing for a kind of 
ambient estrangement which inflects everything and is much less easily 
discerned. The climax of 'The Shadow Over Innsmouth' (1936), when the 
protagonist looks at his reflection and finds that his expression betrays his 
corrupted heredity - 'I had acquired the Innsmouth look' - makes for a striking 
conclusion to the story, but such closure is inevitable after the town drunk has 
offered an all-too convenient account of the town's monstrous history.25 
Lovecraft's characteristics of the Weird tale are articulated in his Supernatural 
Horror in Literature and his voluminous correspondence, and thus cannot be 
attributed solely to the demands of publishers and magazine editors who, as 
Michael Moorcock observes, tended to be unsympathetic to 'unrationalized 
fiction…surrealism or absurdism' and much preferred 'an approximation of 
realism' prompted by 'a need to know why.' A failure to provide rationalisation 
might be regarded as being akin to laziness or worse, a failure of the 
imagination itself. This charge was often levelled at Lovecraft (and before him, 
at the far more adroit Arthur Machen), critics insisting that their recourse to 
words such as 'unnameable' signified their creative inadequacy rather than being 
a more alarming conception of material that defied linguistic representation.26 It 
continues to be made against Aickman, with some feeling that his refusal to 
resolve or explain is merely a gimmick betokening pretentious pseudo-
profundity. Harrison too has been charged with gratuitous obscurity, perhaps 
because he, like Aickman, demands more of his readers than is often the case in 
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more familiar forms of popular fiction. To write what looks like realism but 
then refuses to tie up loose ends is, some feel, to betray the reader's good faith, 
though Harrison has responded robustly to such charges in wider denials of 
fantasy's 'consolatory' role and purpose.27 
 Realism is then, at once a set of expectations associated with narrative 
resolution, the plausible, and convincing, and a set of descriptive practices or 
methods. I use these plurals deliberately; it is important to remember that 
realism is not the crude monolith which it is often caricatured as being. The fact 
that realist traditions and tendencies are so deeply embedded in English prose 
fiction of the last three centuries certainly shaped Lovecraft's problematic 
adherence to them - his fiction may have taken a quite different course had he 
been a young novelist in the 1960s, engaging with postmodernism, the nouveau 
roman and the editorial policies of Moorcock's New Worlds - but it has also 
worked to the Weird's advantage. The subtle distortion of a seemingly given 
reality, its intensely subjective apprehension, or the implication that 'reality' 
exists in multiple forms simultaneously and that its various incarnations rub 
against each other like tectonic plates to produce seismic disturbances, are all 
central to a Weird aesthetic.  
 'Unrationalized fiction' is a helpful term because it engages with the 
Weird's critique of conventional narrative resolution, as well as signalling its 
affinities with the surreal and absurd. Surrealism's rejection of logic and reason, 
and its pursuit of Andre Breton's 'vertiginous descent' into the self in search of 
'that secret and hidden territory where all that is apparently contradictory in our 
everyday lives and consciousness will be made plain' surely influenced 
Aickman to some extent - Gary Crawford regards him as an idiosyncratically 
English surrealist.28 The Weird is also closely aligned with notions evolved by 
the Symbolist writers of the late nineteenth century, particularly the idea that 
other orders of reality operate beyond what we mistakenly believe reality to be. 
Much Symbolist art conceives of humanity as William Blake's 'caverned' men, 
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'imprisoned by our senses five' and encourages the use of the imagination as a 
sixth sense that is able to imbue the quotidian with visionary energy (and, by 
Blakean implication, 'eternal delight').29 The sense that another world, 
perceivable only by adepts and initiates, exists beyond our own haunts many 
characters in Weird fiction, notably the protagonists of Harrison's 'Egnaro' 
(1980), which combines a profusion of sociological detail derived from its 
author's years living in Manchester and his involvement with Savoy Books, with 
its narrator's obsessive belief that a great secret exists to which clues can be 
found everywhere from old atlases to misprints in Louis MacNeice's poems. 
Harrison's fiction is punitive towards the unthinkingly escapist, and this story 
finishes with the bleak realisation that 'the secret is meaningless before you 
know it' and 'worthless when you do.' Egnaro, the lost domain that at once hides 
and reveals itself in 'obliquities', is simultaneously 'the substrate of mystery 
which underlies all daily life' and 'the exact dead point of ordinariness which 
lies beneath every mystery.'30 The narrator ponders such complexities while 
negotiating a dismal world of detergents, decaying paperbacks, discarded 
pornography and desolate cab ranks, his liberal sentiments (and sentimentality) 
thrown back at him by Lucas, a fellow conspirator, traumatised by 'supermarket 
tunes', 'Wimpey houses', 'insurance policies' and, worst of all, packets of Daz 
and its 'Blue Whitener' (pp.120-1). Once he succumbs to belief in Egnaro, clues 
to its whereabouts (and meaning?) become ubiquitous, with the Esso tiger and 
the Lloyd's black horse harbingers of occluded truths. The narrator's fate 
demonstrates that the symbolist perspective is neither comforting nor 
consolatory. Which is worse, Kelly Hurley asks: ‘London as a chaosmos – a 
space of meaningless noise, activity, sensation in which narratives 
indiscriminately crowd one another and no one narrative has any more 
significance than the next’ or ‘the paranoid fantasy of a London whose seeming 
indifferentiation masks a network of deeply-laid and infernal designs’?31 
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Making Strange 
 Aickman often claimed that the ghost or strange story 'draws upon the 
unconscious mind, in the manner of poetry' and requires 'neither logic nor 
moral', being understood intuitively and, as in William James's formulation of 
mystical experience, being ineffable and noetic, providing 'insight into the 
depths of truth unplumbed by the discursive intellect.'32 The latter point has 
formal implications in terms of plotting and conclusion; the former suggests that 
the strange tale operates in a fundamentally figurative way in which characters, 
situations and events are never self-contained but intimately inter-connected 
with other images, allusions and echoes in ways which we may struggle to 
explain even though we grasp their import. It is the figurative - seeing one thing 
in terms of another -  which always threatens to unravel a purportedly objective 
realism: the scientific pretensions of Zola's Thérèse Raquin (1867) collapse 
under a fusillade of judgmental adjectives on the novel's opening page, while 
Dickensian imagination and whimsy describes the bluntly utilitarian 
M'choakcumchild at the beginning of Hard Times (1854) in ways which work 
against his straightforward visualisation: the teacher's hair 'bristled on the skirts 
of his bald head, a plantation of firs to keep the wind from its shining surface, 
all covered with knobs, like the crust of a plum pie.'33 The Weird frequently 
entertains such moments, when the normal or ordinary is transfigured or, as 
Russian formalism might put it, 'made strange' or 'defamiliarised'. Aickman 
insisted on the power of the unconscious mind to grasp a story's meaning, 
trusting to a conception of intuitive understanding akin to Lawrence's 'wisdom 
of the blood'. This is subtly different from the arguments of Victor Shklovsky, 
who argued in 1917 that 'The purpose of art is to impart the sensation of things 
as they are perceived and not as they are known', but the two views are far from 
antithetical. In Aickman, apprehension may defy expression, whereas in the 
Russian theorist perception wins out over interpretive glossing, but both men 
posit a form of art which, in Shklovsky's words, 'removes us from the automism 
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of perception' and insists that 'The process of perception is an aesthetic end in 
itself and must be prolonged.'34 Such writing emphasises the ways in which 
subjects are presented rather than the subjects themselves, but the Weird often 
does both, that is, it presents a familiar object from an unfamiliar angle and 
alerts us to its strangeness, but then confuses the issue by demonstrating that 
familiar and unfamiliar are interchangeable, wholly subjective terms, analogous 
to Harrison's juxtaposition of 'weird' and 'mundane'. In a 1989 essay, Harrison 
spoke of 'the breach of the familiar' and quoted Shklovsky with approval 
because of his resistance to 'the steady domestication of all new experience.'35 
Carfax, the protagonist of Aickman's 'The View' (1951) looks out from his 
bedroom window on ever-changing vistas, unable to establish a solid vantage 
point from which to make judgements, or to 'distinguish the commonplace from 
the exceptional'. 'Under the common thing, the hidden grace,' says his lover, 
quoting Alfred Douglas's 'The Dead Poet' (1901), but Carfax is too wedded to 
his English bourgeois rationality to appreciate such teachings.36 'A fool sees not 
the same tree as a wise man sees,' Blake suggested, but once Weird writers have 
shown us the tree or made us aware that it exists, we are no longer sure how we 
used to see it, or what it 'really' is or means.37 Katherine Mansfield's famous 
pear-tree in 'Bliss' (1918) is at once a pear tree and a polysemic sign that resists 
fixed and unitary interpretation - 'as lovely as ever and as full of flower and as 
still' - but whereas her story leaves readers puzzling over the meaning of a 
symbol and incident, the best Weird tales ensure our perception of the world 
itself is subtly but irrevocably changed.38 
 Aickman and Harrison force their readers to become active participants in 
the creation of meaning, and their concern with form and style is self-
consciously literary rather than owing anything to pulp. When Phil Baker 
remarks that Aickman's stories 'disregard conventions of narrative economy', we 
might wonder whether Aickman had taken account of Lawrence's claim that 'we 
need more looseness. We need an apparent formlessness, definite mood is 
14 | P a g e  
 
mechanical.'39 Aickman and Harrison would surely endorse Lawrence's 
subsequent claim that 'A good deal of the meaning of life and of art lies in the 
apparently dull spaces, the pauses, the unimportant passages.'40 The point is 
underlined by a brief consideration of stories by the two men that share similar 
plot elements, Aickman's 'A Roman Question', from his second collection, 
Powers of Darkness (1966) and Harrison's 'The Incalling', written in 1976 and 
collected in The Ice Monkey (1984). Both depict what Machen would call 
'squalid…back- parlour magic' and Harrison terms 'cheap, ineffective urban 
magic', curious ceremonies with ambiguous outcomes. 41 Like a number of their 
other stories, they are set in the grubby back-streets of major English cities and 
feature intelligent, educated protagonists whose unexceptional lives are 
disrupted by esoteric rituals. That synopsis might imply the lingering influence 
of M.R. James and his many troubled bachelors, but Aickman disliked James's 
work (only one story by him appeared in his Fontana anthologies out of a total 
of eighty-two), and Harrison's is far more directly aligned with Machen's stories 
such as 'N' (1936) or 'Ritual' (1937). 
In Practice 
 In 'A Roman Question', Wakefield, his wife Marguerite and a younger 
woman named Deirdre, are delegates at an arts conference in Birmingham 
billeted on a couple, Major and Mrs Peevers, whose son, Harry, was posted 
missing during the Second World War.42 Returning to their lodgings, the three 
delegates are delayed when the road is blocked by a dead horse. Although this 
event may surprise some readers today, horses were commonplace in the 
industrial West Midlands of the 1960s and 1970s, and were often seen grazing 
alongside disused canals or tethered on patches of waste ground. The encounter 
with the animal is startling, but its strangeness is soon eclipsed by what follows. 
 Aickman excelled in capturing the nuances of awkward social situations, 
and his depiction of the Peevers' home, with its 'dry, yellow plant in a darker 
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green earthenware pot on a wooden stand' (p.219), 'dry sandwiches' (p.220), 
cold tea and the lady of the house, who 'won't get up. Trouble with the muscles' 
(p.219) suggests that scandal as well as tragedy may lurk within No.47's walls. 
Repeated references to Harry's close friend, Jim Tate, who painted his portrait, 
culminate in his mother saying that 'They were like David and Jonathan' (p.222) 
and Wakefield's wondering why Harry may have 'hid[den] himself away from 
his own parents?' (p.234). The overall effect implies that the young men's 
relationship exceeded the bounds of propriety, and this sense of a buried family 
secret gives the story an intriguing doubleness, its magical elements being 
interwoven with the equally occult familial and sexual history of Jim and Harry.  
 Wishing to help the Peevers, Deirdre suggests that Harry can be 'brought 
back' by a ritual she terms 'Absent Friends' (p.225), a name that recalls the 
formal conviviality of the toast while literalising its intention. Much remains 
obscure, but the practice involves a silk stocking and chanting ‘Harry, come 
down’. A sexual undercurrent emerges as Deirdre places her hand on the 
narrator’s thigh. Lumps of sugar are moved in complex patterns on a table-top, 
the whole performance lit by a mysterious light which is at last revealed to have 
been the eye of the dead horse. Later, the delegates flee the house after an 
unsettling scene in which noisy intruders climb onto the roof. Whether these are 
Harry and/or Jim (who was killed in the war) is unclear, though an earlier, semi-
humorous allusion to Deirdre's 'sorcery' being 'like the Witch of Endor' (p.226) 
hints that the Peevers' visitors may have returned from undiscovered countries, 
rather than merely from service overseas. 
 'A Roman Question' is filled with deft evocations of Birmingham and the 
Peevers' home, a semi-detached house whose 'very heavy gate in ornamental 
wrought iron' opens onto a path 'paved with slabs of concrete, every one badly 
chipped at the corners and all sooted' (p.219). Wakefield's punctilious narration, 
typified by his recording how his car breaks down 'on the hill between Banbury 
and Warwick on the A41' (p.217) signals insistently the gulfs between the 
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prosaically known, the occluded, and the far more significantly unknowable. 
Confronted by the bizarre, threatening and inexplicable, he resists by 
determinedly rooting himself in the prosaic, a tactic which only serves to 
emphasise how 'Absent Friends', has made the world subtly strange. 
 At the end of 'A Roman Question', Wakefield drops Deirdre 'between 
Chalk Farm and Camden Town' (p.237). 'The Incalling' begins 'somewhere in 
that warren of defeated streets which lies between Camden Road and St 
Pancras'.43 Austin, a publisher, is troubled by the erratic behaviour of one of his 
authors, Clerk, who invites him to attend a curious ritual held in a dilapidated 
house whose net curtains sag 'like dirty ectoplasm' (p.71), an ominous image. 
Alice Sprake, a lumpen girl somewhere in her late teens, dances round a chalk 
circle accompanied by a recording of some 'aimless, thready piece for violin and 
flute' (p.75), the whole watched over by her sinister but inscrutable mother, her 
younger brother, and a painting of Gethsemane in 'the most lurid stereoscopic 
grays and greens' (p.72) which hangs upside down. Clerk takes part in an 
attempt to stave off his cancer, though Austin seemingly struggles to accept this. 
'I never knew what the Incalling was supposed to achieve,' he says at the end of 
the story, 'or even whether what I witnessed in Camden represented failure or 
success' (p.92).  
 Austin's account is rich with haunting figurative effects, as when Clerk's 
'thin, white acne'd face hovered like the ghost of a child starved to death' (p.69) 
or 'bobbed about the bed, a tethered balloon' (p.82), but he is caught between the 
cataloguing of detail and the visionary evocation of his surroundings. Whereas 
Clerk, the writer, combines his creativity with his desperate search for a cure 
and enters the ritual, the publisher's rational consciousness refuses to follow 
suit, doing so only in a long and vividly rendered dream at the story's 
conclusion. Austin is a less prosaic character than Wakefield, but he has the 
same concern with the anchoring mechanisms of everyday detail, the 'garden 
full of rusty wheels, hard-packed earth and willow herb' (p.76) or the 'Bills and 
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letters' which 'were strewn over the cracked pink linoleum' of Clerk's hallway, 'a 
pathetic and personal detritus of final demands' (p.82). This is, in effect, what 
realism does at such moments, piling up 'pathetic detritus' which almost always 
inhibits characters' ability to see beyond it. 'We live in an age of surfaces,' said 
Lady Bracknell in The Importance of Being Earnest (1895). Aickman and 
Harrison suggest that this is the cheap veneer stuck on the self-assembly 
furniture of life, but whereas an older generation of symbolists lifted the veil, or 
peeled off the veneer to reveal a hidden order of things that the adept at least 
could begin to appreciate, they often expose only a tabletop, an item that needs 
still further exploration, excavation, appreciation or, in some cases, simple 
acceptance. Aickman liked to quote Sacheverall Sitwell's remark, 'In the end, it 
is the mystery that endures and not the explanation', probably intending 
'mystery' to be understood in its religious sense rather than the vulgar 
associations of the unsolved puzzle. He and Harrison both embrace open or 
irresolvable endings, refusing to rationalise or encourage a dominant 
interpretation of events. Their protagonists are often wounded and bewildered 
as a consequence, but in juxtaposing the Weird and the mundane as Harrison 
noted at his 2013 reading. they may also accept the miraculous and be (briefly) 
elevated – the narrator of ‘A Roman Question’ experiences an epiphanic sense 
that renders Deirdre ‘transfigured’, ‘totally and wonderfully different from what 
I had supposed’ (p.229).  
 What then might 'weird realism' be? There are two sets of questions here. 
The first concerns reasons why weird writers might engage with realism in the 
first place. Does the weird exist to expose the materialist limitations of the 
realist project or even the fiction of 'everyday life'? Is it reiterating again 
Virginia Woolf's view that a concern with exteriority can never truly represent 
experience, even if it might offer a superficially convincing facsimile of it? If 
realism is so flawed, why do so many weird writers make use of it in one way or 
another? This is not to say that the weird has not taken techniques from 
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modernism such as its fondness for free indirect style or the possibilities 
afforded by inconclusiveness, but it is still quite unusual to find weird writers 
using full-blown stream-of-consciousness: Thomas Ligotti's nightmare 
monologues, such as 'The Bungalow House' (1995) typically operate as first 
person narratives with unreliable narrators. Much weird narrative remains 
linear, with departures from the road usually signposted, even if not always 
accurately. Is this because the weird is still a relatively new form, one still 
evolving and assimilating diverse influences? 
 I would suggest that there is something distinctive about the weird's use 
of realism, especially since the 1950s. Realism's very comfortableness, its 
convenience, makes it peculiarly vulnerable to being 'weirded', hence that 
helpfully ambiguous opposition Hillis Miller proposes between realist fiction 
and the fiction of realism, realism being at once an artistic practice and, in some 
respects, a profound deception.44 This discussion's bracketing of Aickman and 
Harrison is, on one level, fundamentally misleading, since Aickman freely 
admitted his belief in life after death and his attachment to the German term 
'Ehrfucht', a reverence for things we do not understand. Harrison, for China 
Miéville at least, is 'profane' and rather than trying to experience God (as 
Cuddon's supra-realists had done), 'strives to experience something else - call it 
the Pleroma, fullness.'45 Both men however populate their world (and ours) with 
loneliness, alienation, paranoia, disconnectedness. impotence and anomie. It is 
only by recognising or diagnosing these conditions that the individual life can 
seek change, but while realism helps depict or even diagnose the ailment, 
neither Aickman nor Harrison has produced anything other than the most 
oblique self-help manual. We value Tarkovsky, Harrison writes, not for his 
conclusions 'but for the way he chooses then irradiates the objects of his 
concern.'46 
 In a recent study of the ghost story, Simon Hay argues that its writers: 
19 | P a g e  
 
take seriously literature's role in engaging readers with the social world 
that they inhabit; but where realism imagines such knowledge allowing for 
a kind of power or mastery, the ghost story sees such knowledge as almost 
too much to bear.47  
Perhaps this is where some of the best 'weird realism' operates, suggesting an 
intimate connection between the self and its environment that leaves readers 
disconcerted, unsettled and with far more questions than answers, not simply 
about the content of fiction but also, to return to Lovecraft, their particular place 
in the cosmos. 
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